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Abstract
In 1910 and 1918-19 Bethlehem Steel's laborers
protested against harsh working conditions. In both
instances, organized labor took control of the uprisings,
uniting.workers of different racial and economic backgrounds
behind a common cause - the attainment of shorter hours
and fair compensation. The unions gave the workers the
encouragement to hold out for significant periods of time
against enormous odds. Both protests eventually reached
a high enough level that they forced the federal government
to get involved and demand that the company address the
grievances of its employees. Unfortunately, the extent
of federal intrusion in both cases was extremely limited,
enabling Bethlehem Steel to crush the uprisings, severely
limit the unions' involvement in its affairs, and restore
the working conditions:wh~ch existed previously.
Alt~ough the protests against Bethlehem Steel
eventually collapsed, the unions did prove that it was
possible to ally workers of different class and ethnicity,
avoiding both racial animosity and factional infighting.
Government involvement in the 1910 uprising also led to
the institution of reforms such as the 8 hour day. Finally,
union activitf in this and other protests laid the
groundwork for the comprehensive unionization of the
industry that the future would bring.
1
,The Bethlehem Steel Strike of 1910 was a turbulent
labor uprising' of ' the pre-WWI era in which the outside
force of national organized labor had a major influence
on both the direction and outcome. Union involvement took
the form of active support of the strike by the powerful
American Federation of Labor and International Association
of Machinists, whose representatives lobbied for intensified
union organization and encouraged cohesiveness amongst
the workers by praising the virtues of peaceful protest
and racial and religious harmony. The involvement of these
unions inspired the workers. It was because of their
encouragement and leadership that the strike lasted as
long as it did (108 days), before the exhaustion of the
strike's financial resources prompted its collapse. The
unions did not do much to compensate worker losses - their
role was moral and advisory, not financial.
L-
During the course of the uprising, both the unions
and the company asked the federal government for its
support. The government, while promising Bethlehem Steel
that it would not cancel its naval contracts because of
the dispute, did instigate an investigation of the strike
and found that wages at the plant were abysmally low and
hours were bruta~ly long. This exposure of the working
conditions at the plant led to a sweeping inquiry of the
entire industry. This second investigation demonstrated
the fact that conditions at the Bethlehem plant were not
2
unique, but endemic to all steel companies.
After the demise of the 1910 strike, Bethlehem remained
a non-union town until the situation began ,to change after
Americ&'s entry into World War I. Then the steelworkers
were forced to endure boxh long hours and an increased
rate of production to meet the military's insatiable demand
for munitions. The company's refusal to give them
appropriate compensation for their increased labors and
meet with their grievance committees motivated these men,
in the spring of 1918, to renew their commitment to the
union cause. By backing spontaneous walkouts in April
and May of that year, organized labor once again forced
the federal government to investigate working conditions
at Bethlehem. The War Labor Board headed this second probe,
which, as before, uncovered the company's infliction of
myriad abuses on its workers. As a result of its findings,
the Board ordered the plant to accept various reform
measures, such as the establishment of time and a half
pay for overtime work on government projects and the
institution of worker-elected shop committees through which
the employees could bargain collectively. Bethlehem Steel
responded by simply delaying the enactment of most of these
provisions. When the war ended in November 1918", the
company directly refused to adopt the concessions, claiming
that during peacetime the Board no longer had any authority
over its affairs. By the time the government dismantled
3
the Board in the summer of 1919, the company was in complete
control of its internal affairs and no longer had to answer
to anyone, a situation which did not favor the institution
of the sought-after reforms.
Throughout this year-long period of investigation,
the unions, led by the A.F.L. and I.A.M., were successful
in keeping the Bethlehem wor~ers from instigating further
strikes. They exhorted the laborers to remain peaceful
and emphasized organization as the only way (aside from
federal assistance) to address problems. As time wore
on, however, the workers grew more and more restless and
gradually lost their faith in the government's ability
to arbitrate a fair settlement. They saw an opportunity
to vent their pent-up frustration by participating in the
national steel strike scheduled for September, 1919.
However, worker protest was effectively crushed, along
with the hope of maintaining a union presence in Bethlehem,
when the <;:ompany-controlledcity governmen.t enacted
repressive statutes which outlawed both picketing and public
meetings and recruited -mounted troopers to back up its
dictates.
Despite the aforementioned shortcomings, the
involvement of the unions in Bethlehem Steel's labor
difficulties in 1910 and 1918 resulted in two distinct
accomplishments. First, organized labor's supervision
and guidance of worker protest during the course of both
4
disturbances united workers of different crafts, .".rac-es,
and religions and gave them the encouragement to hold out
for extended periods of time. Second, the unions, by
getting the federal government involved in both
controversies, stimulated unprecedented investigations
which laid bare to the world the hardships of the
steelworkers, forced the establishment of reform measures
such as the 8 hour day and collective bargaining, and paved
the way for the industry's eventual acceptance of the labor
union. These accomplishments were important milestones
in both the evolution of organized labor and the improvement
of working conditions for America's laborers.
The roots of the 1910 strike go back to 1907, when
a major stock market collapse occurred, followed by a· severe
1falling~off in demand for steel products. In order to
survive this crisis, Bethlehem Steel Chairman Charles Schwab
cut wages, laid off 2,000 workers, and discontinued time
and a half pay for overtime work. Because. "work was slack
(\
around the country," the steelworkers "had to submit and
say nothing.,,2
Beginning in 1908, Bethlehem Steel staged a strong
recovery riding the popularity of two new products:
open-hearth rails, which were "more duraQle than
conventional Bessemer rails," and the Bethlehem beam, a
"new structural shape which reduced time and cost of
construction.,,3 Increased orders from the U.S. Navy in
5
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1909 also added to the company's profits. This upsurge
in business resulted in the gra?ual growth of overtime
labor for Bethlehem's steelworkers; Sunday work eventually
became mandatory thrQughout the plant. Despite the
company's financial success, and for reasons known only
to him, Schwab continued to pay straight time rates for
the increased after-hours work. Although the continuance
of this policy generated much worker outrage, the machinists
at the company's Machine Shop No.4 were the first and only
employees to challenge the action. These men, on an
unspecified date in 1909, signed a petition demanding that
they receive either Sundays off or extra pay for Sunday
4labor. The company responded by firing five of the
signers, an act which, while effectively ending protest
in the department for the time being, added to worker
resentment.
"The event which directly precipitated the strike of
1910 once again occurred in Shop No.4. The trouble started
when machinist Henry Schew remained home on Saturday,
January 29, 1910, to avoid being asked to work on Sunday.
The company summarily fired him on Monday. The other men
in the shop, believing this to be an· "indirect discharge
for not working Sunday," sent a three man committee to
the shop superintendent to protest both Schew's dismissal
and the institutionalization of Sunday work. 5 He informed
them that the incident was "none of their ---- business,"
6
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and ordered them back to work. When the company fired
these same men on Friday, February 4, allegedly for refusing
overtime work the past Tuesday and Thursday, there were
no doubts within their department that the real cause of
their dismissal was their unsuccessful protest. The
machinists in No.4 Shop consequently walked off the job,
convincing their fellows in Shops No.3 and No.6 to join
them. These men then congregated on a nearby lot to discuss
their next move. Shortly afterwards; Schwab came out of
the works and told them that he was "surprised to find
his men acting like a bunch of school boys by striking"
and that he would not deal with them unless they came back
7to work. In response to these statements one man yelled,
"Wed 0 n 't car e . Wed 0 n "t 1 i ve her e . We can g 0 s 0 mewher e
8
else and work." Schwab replied to his outburst with one
of his own; "Well I'm ---- glad of that. I'll close the
9
shops down then." It was with this walkout and heated
exchange that the great strike began.
With the exception of a few organized carpenters and
bartenders, Bethlehem was a non-union town before the
strike. This situation began to change when one of the
striking machinists, during the course of a strikers'
~
meeting held on the day of the walkout, suggested that
they ask the big unions to intervene in the crisis.
the hostile attitude Schwab held towards unions, the
Knowing
strike's leaders decided to hold off organization until
7
all hope t~at they could return to work without penalty
10
was gone. It perhaps says something about the strikers'
initial resistance to unionization that it was not they
who summoned ,the A.F.L. to town, but the organized
bartenders! This resistance dissipated after Superintendent
L
C.A. Buck announced on Monday, February 7 that the striker~'
failure to return to work cost them the opportunity to
come back in a body. If they returned now, the company
Hearing this belligerent
would deal with them as individuals, and "retain in its
1 h f ' ,,11emp oy suc men as it saw It.
statement, the machinists were now ready to unionize.
National organizers from the A.F.L. and the I.A.M., who
had arrived the previous weekend, immediately set to work
~
unionizing the~lant, recruiting 800 machinists during
the first three weeks of the uprising.
From the strike's early beginnings, the unions did
their utmost to both insure inter-ethnic solidarity amongst
the strikers, thus eliminating a source of potential
divisiveness, and to appeal to the unskilled minorities
in the plant. Ethnic speakers gave special addresses in
Hungarian, German, and Slovak on the necessity of protest
and the importance of sticking together. During a meeting
on February 7, for example, Dezzo Simon, the Hungarians'
"
,
spokesman, told his fellow countr-y-men a bou tthe virtues
of joining the unions, emphasizing how they would pay
unemployment benefits while local fraternal orders would
8
1 2
not. Anton Weber, the Germans' spokesman, mentioned
at another meeting the importance of putting aside racial
d 1 . d· 13an re igious preJu lces. On the same day C.B. Torpey
oft hem old e r s I u n ion. em phas i zed how the u n ion s " don 0 t
look to nationality or religion. In order to accomplish
our k . ,,14end we must wor as an unlt.
In the early weeks union leaders also allowed radical
speakers to address the strikers, hoping to increase their
militance and determination to see things through to the
end. On February 11 Chicago Soc:i"a.list Gertrude Breslau
Hunt exhorted"the wo~kers not to let religious and racial
differences divide them, as their "interests are the same
as a wov-ld:--&g people," and suggested that if the company(-
could not run the plant decently, it was time for the
k . f· 15government to ta e posseSSlon 0 It. On February 20,
organizers from the Industrial Workers of the World
----
addressed the strikers. The Globe reported that their
remarks were "not as temperate" and "somewhat in opposition"
to those of the A.F.L. organizers. 16 The chief of police
prevented the I.W.W. representatives from speaking the
next day, fearing that their inflammatory speeches, which
most likely advocated the principle of "direct action,"
would instigate mass rioting. The union leaders appreciated
the message of unity that these speakers gave to the
strikers, but in no way did they advoca~e a total embrace
of radicalism. Organizer Jacob Tazelaar stated of himself'
9
and the other union men that "\.Je are not Socialists,"
mentioning how the radicals and the mainstream unionists
"have been at variance for years ... But we are united to
17destroy the labor tyrants."
Union leaders attempted to foster a spirit of peace
and sobriety amnngst the strikers, knowing that incidents
of violence would push the company into asking for the
protection of the dreaded state constabulary. Known as
the "Cossacks" to the workers, they were mounted and
utilized harsh methods to quell labor disputes. Organizer
Edward Keenan advised, "Be orderly and disregard all advice
tending to violence and disorder. Men, avoid
. 18
drunkenness." The strikers' "fighting man" on the borough
council, Councilman Dawson Lawrence, complimented the
peaceful methods of the protesters, reminding them that
"a soft word turneth away wrath.,,19 Picketers were told
not to yell "scab" at or lay their hands on laborers
ente~ing the plant and encouraged to use gentle persuasion
to prevent others from working. Through such advice, the
unions maintained a peaceful state of affairs, at least
for the first three weeks.
Disappointed br the fact that only 800 out of 8,300
workers were taking part in the strike, the union leaders
decided to plan major demonstrations which would serve
the twin purposes of rallying more workers to the support
of the cause and possibly tying up operations at the plant.
10
Their plans took the form of sizable parades which would
begin at the Municipal Hall (the strikers' meeting place,)
and end at the front gates of the works. They scheduled
the first of these marches for February 24. Before it
began,. Machinists' Union Vice President J.J. Keppler
"cautioned the men against using liquor," and Jacob Tazelaar
asked them to "keep the peace ... and show tha~ they were
good citizens.,,20 Around 5 P.M., the workers and their
families, 2,000 in all, began the march, filing past throngs
of cheering crowds lining the streets. When they reached
the works, they made no attempt to "molest the men leaving,"
and, after "stopping in front of the entrance and cheering,"
they marched back to the hall. 2l
After the parade dispersed, however, strikers gathered
on Third and New Streets, beating up, harassing, and
stealing the dinner pails from men going to work and hurling
missiles at local police. According to the Allentown
The restraint on the part of
Democrat, although it looked like "a riot was imminent,"
22the men eventually dispersed and went home. The
government report on the strike later concluded that the
trouble after the parade was "irritating, exasperating,
and annoying rather than serious" and could have been
avoided if the police had "been firm in its attitude towards
. .. 1 1 ,,23lnclplent aw essness.
the strikers in avoiding wid~spread rioting is perhaps
testimony to the ability of the organizers to reign in
11
violent behavior. This control, however, did not stop
Sheriff Rob Person from informing Governor Edwin Stuart
that "the whole town is in a lawless state," and requesting
24the presence of the state constabulary.
The next day, February 25, at 5:30 A.M., another
parade, this one composed of about 1,000 workmen, marched
to the plant. Once there, the participants blocked all
the entrances and did not permit anyone to enter the
grounds. Workers who did not comply received the same
treatment as the night before. With the works blockaded
and thousands of men leaving to join the demonstrators,
Schwab closed the plant down on February 26 on the condition
of saving his loyal workmen from "further injury and
insult.,,2s On the day of the blockade, Governor Stuart
received Person's exaggerated account of the parade violence
and ordered the state constabulary to Bethlehem. Arriving
..
on the day of the shutdown, the constabulary's repressive
methods crushed worker protest so well that Schwab reopened
the works on February 28. However, only 2,000 men reported
to work at that time, the rest either joining the strike
or becoming organized (or both.)
After the parade demonstrations shut down the plant,
Bethlehem's workers became very receptive to the union
movement. Before February 24, each craft merely sent
committees to the union leaders requesting information
on how to get organized. Now that the plant was tied up
12
and a majority of workers had joined the strike, they were
ready to form their own organizations. Aside from the
previously organized machinists and carpenters, there were
now boiler makers, molders, cranemen, patternmakers,
blacksmiths, laborers, electricians, structural iron
k d " . "h· 26wor ers, an statlonary englneers ln t e unlon. In total,
organized labor recruited 3,786 of Bethlehem Steel's 8,300
employees into its ranks, an achievement owed chiefly to
the steelworkers' newfound faith in the unions' ability
to both arbitrate their grievances and lead the strike
to a successful conclusiqn.
With the advent of organization, workers became more
articulate in their demands. They started clamoring for
the institution of time and a half for night overtime and
double time on Sunday. In early March, the unions presented
Schwab with a wage scale for each of the striking trades,
one which compensated employees for wages lost through
shorter hours. Each department asked for different
increases. The machinists, for example, wanted an extra
25¢ per day. By the time of the strike, 61.2% of the
workers were making less than 18¢ an hour, a rate that
1 f 1 ld h " . f 1"" 27emp oyees e t cou not matc a rlslng cost 0 lVlng.
Schwab himself felt he was being overly generous with his
employees, stating that the January 1910 payroll was the
largest in history, as workers were given over $458,000
in wages. 28 When broken down amongst 8,300 employees,
13
however, this huge sum lost much of its significance.
The unions also needed to deal with the state police,
whose repressive activities exacerbated tensions within
the town. Especially poignant was the death of Hungarian
worker Joseph Szambo, who, on February 26, was accidentally
killed by a stray bullet while sitting at a bar - a bullet
allegedly fired by a state trooper. Szambo immediately
became the first martyr of the strike, his death a rallying
cry for further disruption. I twas la ter de term'in ed during
the trial of the accused officer that the bullet that killed
Szambo came from a .45 caliber revolver. Since state
troopers only carried .38's, the jury acquitted him. 29
The most debilitating consequence of Szambo's death, from
the steelworkers' point of view, occurred on the day after
the shooting. County Judge Henry W. Scott, in response
to this incident, ordered all saloons in Bethlehem, South
Bethlehem, and Northampton Heights to close for an
undetermined length of time.
Local papers detailed the brutality of the troopers,
accusing them of dragging men from their homes and giving
them a choice of either wo~king or facing jail time. In
these stories, the heroic workers always chose the latter,
of course. This activity prompted J.J. Keppler to tell
strikers to "arm themselves and shoot to kill" if their
h . d d 30omes were lnva e . " An interview with an anonymous
trooper in the Democrat stated that the policeman's motto
14
was "there is no innocent bystander.,,31 This paper also
publicized an incident in which an officer beat up an old
man who refused to obey his command to move on, clubbing
him until "the blood streamed from his head to the
32pavement." David Williams, Chairman of the strikers'
Executive Committee, responding to allegations that the
constabulary was beating up women and children, asked the
strikers, "Are your girls safe? Watch them. Keep them
off the street until the state police leave the town.,,33
It was during the constabulary's reign that the company
began bringing unskilled scab labor into town, presumably
hoping tha t ,the ext ra pol ice wou 1d give these, hated worker s
added protection. 34 These strikebreakers, who were
predominantly black or Italian, unleashed the worst
prejudices and fears amongst the strikers. David Williams
attempted to build confidence amongst the protesters,
telling them not to be intimidated by the company's
importation of "a couple 'of car loads of Negroes and
Italians into the plant.,,35 Local newspapers fed strikers'
fears of the scabs. The Allentown Demacrat reported on
March 9 that two Negro strikebreakers allegedly "got drunk"
and were arrested on charges of "disorderly conduct and
open lewdness" and how two Italians were caught stealing
$13.25 worth of finished brass. 36 The papers found it
extraordinary when these scabs sympathized with the
strikers' cause, as on March 11, when 100 Italians allegedly
15
left the works to protest their low wages, shaking their
fists at the plant on the way out. 37 As the strike
progressed, however, Schwab didn't need to rely as much
on imported labor as returning workers more than adequately
filled his vacancies.
Organizers attempted to soothe strikers' anger towards
both the state police and scabs, thus preventing mob
activity. At the February 26 union meeting Williams begged
the crowd to refrain from violence, as "the worJ<ingman
gets the worst of that everytimej" they could only win
through organization. 38 Organizer Walter Larkin even
suggested lionizing the troopers, stating how the people
of Newcastle gave them a banquet and the governor
39
consequently ordered them home. These peaceful
exhortations, although increasingly falling on deaf ears
as time passed, demonstrated that order and harmony were
important parts of the organizers' agenda.
Union leaders also attempted to boost strikers' morale
through patriotic appeals which underlined the righteousness
of their cause. Williams informed them that they were
"full of the spirit that infused the colonials of '76"
and if they would "stick together and work in unison" they
would "win just as the colonials' did. ,,40 Striking was
no longer an obligation, but one's duty. I.A.M. organizer
Harry la Claire reminded workers that "our forefathers
fought for their freedom, and it is only right that you
16
do the same thing.,,41 These appeals most likely resonated
with established skilled workers who felt a definite link
to the Revolutionary Era, but not with the hordes of
unskilled immigrants who neither spoke English nor could
relate to American legends of patriotism and freedom.
This fact made necessary the unions' utilization of people
the foreigners could trust and feel inspired by, such as
the aforementioned native spokesmen, and local clergy.
The clergymen who supported the strike were
predominantly residents in ethnic communities. For example,
Hungarian pastor Father Wallack inspired his immigrant
fellows at union meetings, telling them to "go fight and
stay with the other men.,,42 For the most part, however,
churches opposed the idea of a strike, stating their
abhorrence for the violence and disruption such
demonstrations engendered. In fact, three days after the
strike began, three local Catholic churches implored the
men to cancel it and go back to work. Union leaders took
offense at such comments, sensing collusion between the
churches and the steel company.
The only non-ethnic pastor who openly endorsed the
strike was Father Fretz of the Holy Ghost Church, who felt
a close connection to the strikers due to the fact that
he, in his youth, participated in a labor dispute at a
carpet mill. He publicly referred to the Bethlehem Works
as a "human slaughter house" and implored his fellow clergy
17
to support this righteous cause. Because of his efforts
on the part of the steelworkers, one organizer praised
him as the "only one member of the clergy of South Bethlehem
who had the manhood to come up on the platform and say
he was 'not controlled by Charlie Schwab. ,,43 Of course,
the strikers never really proved the existence of a
connection between Schwab and the churches, naturally
assuming that anybody opposed to their cause was a friend
of their enemy.
Charles Schwab's resistance to the strike not only
rested upon his utter contempt for unionization, but his ,
contention that he was not able to meet the strikers'
,demands. According to Robert Hessen in Steel Titan: The
Life of Charles ~ Schwab, the Bethlehem Steel Chairman
maintained that granting a major wage increase or a
shortened work week would result in added costs to company,
costs which would have to be met through either raising
steel prices or accepting a reduction in profits, neither
f h ' h bl' 44o w lC was an accepta e optlon. Hessen further
contended that if Schwab raised prices, he would be putting
the company at a competitive disadvantage to those mills
who kept their prices low. The subsequent loss in sales
would ultimately result in the need to layoff a good
portion of the workforce, an act which would compound
workers' woes unimaginably. He could not accept profit
reduction because his recent policy of plowing profit back
18
i
I
\i....
into the company to finance expansion and diversification
resulted in a situation where "there were no idle hoards
of cash which could be used to meet the \yorkers' demands. ,,45
Of course, Schwab probably could have compromised with
the strikers and granted them a minor wage increase, such
as an extra couple of cents an hour. He never saw his
way through to do this, however, refusing to show weakness
by making deals with unions he would not recognize. He
would not even take the time to explain his financial
position to the strikers, making it appear that "he,
arbitrarily was refusing to grant their demands," thus
adding to their anger and discontent. 46 Even if he did
explain, it is doubtful that they would have accepted his
excuses, rightly contending that a company so prosperous
could afford to adequately reward those responsible for
its success.
Schwab's efforts td put an end to the strike and his
disparaging attitude towards the unions cast him as a major
villain in workers' eyes. For example, he threatened to
cancel the four year bonuses of all machine shop apprentices
on strike unless they returned to work. Union leaders
implored these young men to resist such intimidation and
stick with the cause. The strikers also accused Schwab
of taunting the picketers, asking one group "Well men,
are you going to strike too?" When they answered in the
affirmative he replied, "If you can hold out, I can.,,47
19
On another occasion Schwab allegedly attributed the
strikers' tenacity to the fact that they "were not hungry
48
enough to come back to work." Schwab also threatened,
on February 28, the day he reopened the plant, to sublet
$2 million worth of contracts to Carnegie Steel, thus
reducing the amount of jobs available if the men came back
to work. The unions responded to this particular stratagem
on March 1-3, appealing to the federal government and two
dozen foreign countries to cancel their contracts with
Bethlehem Steel on account of the shoddy workmanship
perpetrated by its scab labor force.
The unions' appeals to Washington were the most
successful, as they convinced Congress, which was already
dismayed by the length and intensity of the strike at the
works, to pass a resolution on March 11 ordering a
"government investigation of wages and conditions at
49Bethlehem Steel." They gave the resolution to Secretary
of Commerce and Labor Charles Nagel, who ordered
investigator Ethelbert Stewart to head up the probe of
-the steel plant. The investigation began on March 16 and
lasted until March 23. During its course, the officials
received conflicting accounts of the number of men on
strike. According to the company, by March 21 6,100 men
had returned to work, with 2,200 still unaccounted for.
According to the unions, by this date only 2,500 had come
back, with 5,000 still Picketing. 50 The government did
20
not release these statistics or other results until May
4, giving Schwab plenty of time to strike a decisive blow
a ga ins t his foe s' .
Schwab called together a conference of local
businessmen on March 30. Responding to his threats to
close the plant if he did not receive support, the
businessmen openly endorsed Schwab and condemned the workers
in a memo to Washington, prevented the unions from holding
their meetings in the Municipal Hall, and refused to extend
further credit to striking workers. It was this last
provision which hurt the strikers more than anything else,
as their l-ack of wages prevented them from directly
h · h b' ., f h' f 'I' 51purc aSlng t e most aS1C necessltles or t elr aml leSe
On April 1 Schwab sent the businessmen to meet with
r
Congressman A. Mitchell Palmer, who represented their
district, in an attempt to convince him to openly support
Bethlehem Steel. Although Palmer told them that he would
not take sides in the conflict until the investiBation
was released, his actions consistently proved he was a
friend of labor. For example, he would not attend Schwab's
businessmen's convention for fear of hurting the strikers'
cause and openly pledged to support the 8-hour law pending
in Congress. He also, on April 6, introduced the strike
leaders to President Taft, whom Williams personally informed
of the intolerable working conditions which existed at
the Bethlehem Plant. Taft seemed unmoved by his entreaties,
21
telling the organizers at the meeting's conclusion to submit
their case in writing.
Taft appeared more responsive to the delegation of
Bethlehem's businessmen, whom Schwab sent to Washington
the previous day (April 5) to counteract the negative
circulars issued by the strikers and to dissuade the
government from the possibility of canceling its $4 million
worth of 1909 contracts. Taft settled Schwab's fears by
informing the delegation that he would not "boycott" the
Bethlehem works because of the strike, stating that the
controversy was between the company and its employees and
had nothing to do with government contracts. That issue
was dependent on the quality of the product and no other
factor. A.F.L. President Samuel Gompers condemned Taft
for this stance, stating that "it is not the government's
concern how brutal and inhuman the workers of a concern
are treated •.• it is simply a question of product.,,52 In
other words, as long as the product was of acceptable
quality, the government didn't care about the harsh working
conditions involved in its creation.
The government report on the strike backed up Gompers'
words by detailing the brutally long hours suffered by
the Bethlehem steelworkers. Although it makes no overt
indictment against the plant's methods of operation, the
statistics provided demonstrate that conditions were indeed·
rough. Over 99% of the work force had an average working
22
day of at least 10 hours, 25 minutes. About 71% of workers
labored these hours Monday through Friday, with an average
of 5 hours, 25 minutes on 53Saturday. Added on to these
hours were regular pay overtime and Sunday work, the latter
forced upon 58% of all workers, which became routine dur~ng
periods of peak production. The report concedes the fact
that for "metallurgic reasons" some processes need to be
run continuously. However, that was no reason to constantly
drive the men in these departments. Those in the blast
furnaces, for example, worked 12 hour days, 7 days a week.
Also prevalent in such departments was the infamous "long
turn" which occurred everyone or two weeks when the workers
from the day shift transferred to the night one (or vice
versa,) leaving employees on duty without relief for 18
to 24 consecutive hours. 54 The report admitted that there
was "no remedy for this so long as only two shifts of men
are employed," tacitly recommending that the plant switch
to a three shift method for the health and well-being of
the 55men.
The report also states in another neutral sentence
with sympathetic overtones that because the company did
not allow labor unions, the employees were not "in a
position readily to formulate expressions of particular
.grievances;" a situation which put them at a severe
disadvantage when negotiating against the overbearing amount
56
of hours they had to work. The report attempts to
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compensate for such inequities by providing the unions'
account of the strike's origin, which attributes the
uprising to worker discontent regarding the company's
maintenance of long hours without appropriate wages. In
the end, all the men wanted was just compensation for their
hard work and did not require "Mr. Schwab to meet the union
organizers, much less recognize the union."S7 However,
Schwab didn't have the right to insist that they not join
a union.
The report also demonstrated the extreme danger of
working at the Bethlehem plant through its provision of
detailed accident statistics for the previous year. In
1909, there were a total of 927 accidents, 7S1 of which
required a loss of more than one week's time, and 21 of
which were fatal. 58 The most accidents, not surprisingly,
occurred in the most dangerous sectors of the plant: the
blast furnaces, the Saucon open hearth, and the Saucon
storage and shipping yard. The most fatalities also
occurred in the blast furnaces and the shipping yard (5
in the former and 3 in the latter.)59 Such statist~cs
irked Compers, who wondered "what state of health can
laboring men be in who work in a blast furnace twelve hours
a day during 60seven days a week?" The fact that "any
considerable part of our working classes should exist 'in
the conditions described in this official report and that
their employers should display the arrogailce of a Schwab,"
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was "good reason for the citizens of this country to look
into the matter in a spirit of sober reflection.,,6l
The report also detailed the debilitating effect that
the presence of the state constabulary had on the strikers'
cause. The company's statement within the report asserts
that the "excellent protection of the state police" and
the "closing of the saloons" were the primary causes of
the "satisfactory showing" of men returning to work over
62the past few months. The strikers had a different opinion
of this "protection," however. They claimed that the state
police were "hired strikebreakers" who "immediately upon
their arrival began a campaign of slugging, arrests, murder,
and riot without cause," the purpose of which was to
"stampede the men ba~k, to break a peaceful and
orderly strike, and compel men to accept the present wages
and conditions.,,63 This strategy must have worked, as
by April 5 only 1,500 workers remained missing from the
plant. For the workers, the only positive news to come
out of all this repression was that Judge Scott, believing
that the police presence sufficiently quelled potential
violence, reopened the saloons ~n April 18.
By the time the government released the report to
the public on May 4, the strikers' position was getting
more precarious all the time. The primary reason behind
this circumstance, aside from state police repression of
labor activity, was the unions' failure to provide adequate
25
funds to compensate strikers for their sacrifices. The
-----organi-zers success at- d-iminishing ethnic hatred and
establishing a sense of unity amongst the crafts mattered
little to men who had to face daily the reality of severe
hunger and economic depravation, a reality which ,hit
especially hard after local businessmen's decision to
discontinue extensions of credit for basic necessities.
The unions chose not to provide basic benefits for its
new members since most had not been in the organization
for the required number of months. However, they did
promise strike relief throughout the course of the uprising.
Organizer McGinley told strikers on February 9 that he
had telegraphed Gompers himself for aid. On March 2,
organizers announced that the A.F.L. would "furnish all
the financial aid at their command to help the cause.,,64
On March 11, the unions informed the workers that "relief
l·S on the way.,,65 Th . t b ·dese reassurlng s atements, eSl es
raising false expectations, attempted to mask the fact
that the overextended and underfinanced A.F.L. and I.A.M.
were not pouring much aid into the strike. Things got
so desperate that the union leaders eventually had to send
out memos begging sympathizers, businessmen, and union
members from other locales to furnish the strikers with
financial assistance, telling the~, "Don't delay, send
in your subscriptions as soon as action is taken to assist
us in the struggle, be they small or large.,,66 The
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government report ultimately concluded that the strike
"has had no financial backing at all from any source. and
no revenue" and that "none of the striking workmen have
received any assistance during the time they have been
on strike. ,,67 They were partly right. David Williams
later related that the total amount of aid garnered was
$6,700, which was "not equal to one dollar a month a man. ,,68
This lack of aid contributed to the steady decline in
strikers' ranks as time went by. The 6,000 men who had
left the plant on February 28 had dwindled by mid-May to
about 600, an amount not sufficient enough to hamper
operations at the works. 69 Starving, suffering, and
diminishing in number, it was no wonder that the unions'
followers were ready to negotiate an end to the strike
when the opportunity presented itself.
The first major desertion in the strikers' ranks
occurred on May 16, when the I.A.M. announced that the
strike was over for them. The A.F.L. organizers, however,
were still determined to continue the fight, an attitude
not shared by many of their underlings. Schwab, . whose
plant was running at full capacity and thus not terribly
inconvenienced by the few remaining strikers, was eager
to end the strike, perhaps desiring closure after so many
months of conflict. In any event, Schwab did not want
to personally negotiate with the workers. He sent political
figure J.D. Brodhead as his representative, a maneuver
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which allowed him to both save face and garner publicity
and praise for Brodhead, who was Palmer's political rival
and thus Schwab's friend. 70 On May 18, at the same time
Williams and Tazelaar were in Washington to persuade
Commissioner of Labor Charles Neill to arbitrate the
dispute, a secret committee of nine strikers met with
Brodhead and accepted his Schwab-approved proposals for
a settlement, a maneuver which brought the strike to a
swift but bitter conclusion.
The draconian nature of the terms the strikers accepted
points out their desperation to end the conflict. The
agreement stated that all crafts may return to work within
thirty days excepting "individuals who did injury to the
works or attacked the integrity of the company;" a vaguely
worded provision ~which Schwab could use to bar troublemaking
strikers from work. 71 It also stated that laborers were
"at liberty ••. as workmen of the company, and not as
representatives of organized labor, to approach the
72President ..• u~on any subject of a general nature." In
~
other words, unions were not allowed at negotiations.
The only right the employees now possessed was the power
to refuse overtime and Sunday labor when offered. However,
since the company did not give out appropriate compensation
to make up for wages lost through refusal, and would most
likely penalize those who did not fulfill its requests,
the chance of workers turning down such labor was extremely
28
unlikely.
The company's settlement not only insured the
restoration of the work environment which existed before
the strike, but effectively blocked a resurgence of a union
presence which could lobby for reform. "The machinists
held the final union meeting of the pre-war period in
1911. 73 After that point, the Bethlehem unionization
movement remained virtually dead for the next seven years.
The absence of organized labor in Bethlehem did not
preclude the possibility of steelworkers' achievement of
reforms. In fact, after the Great War began, they received
two distinct, albeit limited, benefits from the company.
The first was the institution of eight periodic pay raises
which began in August 1915 and concluded on August 1, 1918.
Over the course of this period steelworkers' wages rose
more than 100% over rates in effect in July 1915. However,
the rise of the cost of living during that time made the
value of such increases highly negligible. By 1918 "the
annual income of unskilled steelworkers ... fell $121 short
of the minimum subsistence level for a family of five.,,74
The second benefit took effect on May 1, 1917, when
Bethlehem Steel finally switched from a two to a three
shift work day, an action originally recommended by the
federal government in its 1910 investigation of the company.
After considering the excessive ov~rtim~ that the company
forced upon-its workers during the war years, however,
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this concession lost its beneficial qualities.
Limited reforms could not effectively counteract the
incredible hardships that Bethlehem's steelworkers had
to face after the advent of the war. As previously
mentioned, the laborers needed to put in considerable
overtime to maintain a high level of production.
Unfortunately, the company never properly compensated its
employees for this extra work. The time and a half rate,
which according to executive order was to be paid to any
man who worked more than eight hours on government
contracts, was largely supplanted by the company's
complicated bonus system. This system greatly confused
\----1
the steelworkers, who did not understand how the extra
pay was computed. Some accused the company of making up
the funds it would give out as bonuses by cutting the same
amount of money from future paychecks. In any event"it
was not worth it in the long run to speed up one's work
in the hopes of winning a bonus as the company would
eventually reduce the amount of time allotted for the task,
75
as well as the pay rate.
The workers also had other pay-related grievances,
claiming that the company's policy of deducting wages for
defective work was blatantly unfair as most of the penalties
were unjustly made, that women received a lower pay rate
than their male counterparts for doing the same job, and
that those who were on the night shift received less
30
., . . k d 76compensatlon ln proportlon to tlme wor e .
Workers also accused the company of using the draft
law to coerce employees who wanted to do similar work for
higher wages at other plants into remaining at their jobs,
threatening to remove their industrial exemption status
if they attempted to leave. Such an action might have
been instituted to halt the enormous turnover rate that
Bethlehem Steel experienced during the war years. In the
year ending May 31, 1917, 55,859 workers were employed
by the company, while in the same period 49,540 left.
This statistic encompassed the employees at all of Bethlehem
Steel's holdings. Only 28,000 worked at the Bethlehem
plant at this time, an almost fourfold increase over the
number who labored there before the war began. For the
year ,ending May 31, 1918, the number employed was 57,423
and the number who left was 56,771. According to Vice
President H.E. Lewis, the turnover for May 1918 was 10.39%.
At this rate, there would be a 118% turnover in twelve
77
months. This high percentage can be attributed to the
worker shortage that major industries suffered during the
war, a situation which enabled laborers to find new
employment with relative ease if their current occupation
did not suit them.
Employee grievances became so acute by 1918 that
unionization once again took hold in Bethlehem. In January
1918, Harry J. Ungerer, a bricklayer who was President
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of the local Central Trades and Labor Council, began to
push for organization. He immediately ran afoul of C.A.
Davies, a ten year veteran of the state constabulary whom
the city council appointed police superintendent on January
7, and Mayor Archibald Johnston, a Bethlehem Steel Vice
President whom Ungerer believed did not hold a favorable
.. f . d 1 b 7S Af ... d 1oplnlon 0 organlze a or. ter organlzlng ltS e egate
body in January, the Council held its meetings at the Briton
Hotel. Ungerer later testified that he moved the group
out of that location because he didn't want to get the
owner in trouble, stating, "In case of labor meetings,
the first thing was to shut the license. That is the reason
we moved out of a licensed hotel. We didn't want to
interfere with a man's license.,,79 Ungerer also stated
that when the carpenters heid a convention in February,
they sent the mayor an invitation to open the first meeting.
He never attended, however, because "he does not recognize
organized labor."SO In fact, the only reason the carpenters
were allowed to meet was because they were a "general
convention from the outside."Sl H.A. Kreage, owner of
the Colonial Hall, where the carpenters met, stated in
June that the only local union which regularly met at his
establishment was the house plumbers. Those unio·ns
associated with the steel plant, such as the machinists
and the electricians, never even applied for meetings at
his hall. S2
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On March 28, the Trades Council, after securing the
Odd Fellow's Temple, sponsored a "labor forward" meeting
which several hundred people attended. A.F.L. General
Organizer Patrick Duffey led the gathering, which had
speakers including I.A.M. General Organizer Emmet L. Adams
and the firebrand of the 1910 uprising, David Williams,
who was now a business agent-for the I.A.M. in Wilkes-Barre.
The Allentown Democrat stated that the various speakers'
addresses demonstrated "the necessity of organization as
a means of being able to put the demands of the producer
satisfactorily before the employer" and recommended that
"every. laboring man, no matter what line of endeavor he
is affiliated with, should be enlisted in the ranks of
organized labor as a present day measure, and as a plan
of preparedness against the lean days which are to follow
83the war's urgent demand for man power."
The Trades Council, pleased with the success of the
March 28 conference, was thwarted in its attempt to hold
a followup meeting by the machinations of Police
Superintendant Davies. Mr. Kreage, after informing the
Council that it could hold the April 16 meeting at Colonial
Hall, was contacted on April 11 by Davies, who told him
that he should not rent the hall to a "certain" labor
organization which was "trying to create trouble.,,84
Kreage, ignorant of exactly what union the superintendent
was talking about, informed Ungerer on the same day that
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the Council needed to have Davies' consent before he could
allow it to meet at his hall. On April 12, Ungerer went
to see Davies, who asked the Council President what group
was holding the meeting. When Ungerer told him it was
being sponsored by organized labor, he retorted, "I
positively can't give my consent, and furthermore, I have
been told ... to stamp it down, the holding of the meeting.,,85
Davies, who never asked Ungerer what union he represented,
stated in later testimony that he thought the Trades Council
leader belonged to a group of Socialists and I.W.W. members
who were rumored to be operating in Bethlehem, and turned
down his request on the grounds of preserving order in
h . 86t e communlty. The fact that Davies automatically
believed Ungerer belonged to this group before finding
out what organization he really represented perhaps says
something about the superintendent's mind set concerning
Bethlehem's unions - that they were all composed of
subversive radicals. It is also possible that Davies had
developed a negative view of the unions because it was
on the same day that Ungerer asked for police consent,
April 12, that Bethlehem Steel's second major labor crisis
commenced.
The incident which instigated the crisis was the
company's posting of notices stating that on April 16 the
machine shops would switch back from a system of three
8 hour shifts to two 10 hour, 25 minute shifts, an
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alteration which had already taken place in almost every
other department. The machinists, of whom 7,000 worked
at the plant, protested this change, believing that the
company was trying to squeeze extra labor out of them
'-J -
without providing the compensation that they were entitled
to according to executive order. On April 14, the
machinists threatened to leave their posts if they did
not receive the proper overtime rates. On the next day,
about 3,000 machinists from No.2 and No.4 Machine Shops
walked off the job. 87
At a meeting held the night of the walkout,
representatives from the A.F.L. and I.A.M. implored the
striking machinists to return to their posts, as federal
and state mediators, who would negotiate a fair settlement,
were on the way. Patrick Duffey, after briefly recounting
the history of organized labor, asked the men to be peaceful
and go back to work, stating that "their duti called them
to the shops as usual today and on subsequent days."88
The labor leaders knew that rash actions such as this
walkout would earn the animosity of the federal government,
who saw disruptions to the war program as unpatriotic,
if not traitorous. It was thus up to the unions to
encourage the workers to adopt more peaceful methods of
settling their grievances, otherwise the resulting
governmental censure and suppression of their activities
would make their ultimate goal of thoroughly organizing
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the steel industry impossible to achieve.
The federal and state mediators, who arrived the day
after the walkout, attempted to cool tensions by granting
the strikers important concessions. At a meeting held
The strikers must have found these terms
on April 17, these officials assured the protesting
machinists that they would soon receive time and a half
for overtime labor. They also made the following
guarantees: that no man could be discharged for belonging
to a union, that the employees had the right to meet in
public places in the Bethlehem area, and that the company
would meet with worker elected shop committees to discuss
grievances. 89 In return for theie concessions, the
employees had to promise not to instigate further strikes,
or "use the company's time to solicit for members in the
union. :,90
favorable, as they all returned to work on April 18.
Although it may have been naive of the workers to trust
the company to abide by an agreement which was verbal and
thus not legally binding, such faith demonstrated the depth
of their belief in the unions' and government's ability
to force the company to address all of their grievances.
At the same time that this labor dispute occurred,
Charl~s Schwab was in Washington conferring with President
Wilson, who wanted the Bethlehem Steel Chairman to accept
the position of Director-General of the Emergency Fleet
Corporation, a job which would give him complete control
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of the nation's shipbuilding program. Schwab accepted
the offer on April 16, and soon after left for his new
headquarters at Philadelphia, where he would remain until
December 18. In his absence, President Eugene. Grace assumed
control of the company. According to Robert Hessen, Grace
They stated that Grace would still not
"had a short-fused temper" and "vehement-ly opposed unions,"
character traits he constantly demonstrated in his handling
of Bethlehem Steel's subsequent labor crises. 9l
The first crisis Grace had to deal with occ~rred on
. April 30, when several hundred machinists walked out of
No.2 Shop to protest the company's implicit refusal to
live up to the terms of the agreement effected by the board
f d · 92o me lators.
pay them time and a half for overtime and that members
~
of recently elected shop committees had been either
transferred to other departments or discharged. On May
1 Shop No.4 joined the protest, and the strikers claimed
that approximately 5,000 men had left the works: 2,500
(out of 2,800) from Shop No.2 and 2,400 (out of 2,800)
from Shop No.4.
On the morning of May 1 the state and federal mediators
returned to Bethlehem and immediately conferred with company
officials. David Williams also returned, stating at a
strikers' meeting that the mediators would uncover any
"trickery" that management was up to and that the matter
would be "if necessary taken to President Wilson" who he
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declared "a great friend of the workers.,,93 Councilman
R. J. \.J heel e r t old the men t 0 be" wa t c h f u1 a tall tim e s
of their actions and speech, so that nothing could be
wrongly interpreted as to their motives in their present
action" and made a plea for "strong organization" within
h . k 94t elr ran s. As before, the unions' statements were
designed to discourage violent activities which coulD be
misconstrued as traitorous, instill in the strikers the
faith that the mediators would come through, and convey
the message that unionization was the remedy to worker
ills. Patrick Duffey emphasized sobriety on May 3, telling
the men to "remain ,.f.-90lheaded, to refrain from any
arguments, and above all to stay away from the saloon,
avoid the chance acquaintance who is willing to purchase
a drink.,,95 At this same gathering, Joseph S. Suger, a
businessman for the Hungarian newspaper Deits Aloria in
New York, addressed his fellow countrymen about the
righteousness of the union cause. The presence of this
latter speaker proved that despite organized labor's open
hatred for America's war enemies, it still emphasized ethnic
solidarity as a means of both preventing racial strife
and augmenting strikers' ranks.
On May 6 the strike spread to the company's No.1
Projectile Shop and 1,400 more workers left the plant.
Grace responded to this increased rebelliousness at a
foreman's meeting held at the South Side High School on
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foremen were earning. They have been living in
knocking.
May 8. Her e fer red tot hest r ike r sin "s cat h i ng t·e r ms , "
threatening to drop from the payroll any employee who
remained out of work for more than two weeks' time. 96
Grace also painted the protesters as ungrateful, claiming
that "forty percent of the men who quit were exempted.
They were earning $5, $7, $8, and $10 a day more than you
97luxury."
Grace also stated that he would "like to see those ... men
who quit working at our plant for the United States
government put on a boat tomorrow on their way to fight
in France.,,98 He then mentioned that a "certain man" in
Allentown had verbally attacked "the biggest patriot of
all," Charles Schwab, during the strike, a man whose bank
account should be investigated so that "we can know what
99German agency is supplying him with money." Although.
Grace never directly names this individual, he was most
likely David Williams. The Bethlehem Steel President
concluded his address with an appeal to worker loyalty,
"There's no use saying what we should have done in this
country ten years ago, what we must do now is to buckle
down to work and encourage. We'll never get there by
Y blOg team."IOOou ••. are one
At the same time this conference took place the
strikers met in Municipal Hall. The speakers at this
gathering emphasized the message that the men should returrr
to work and leave matters to the mediators. W.S. Enright,
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a salesman for the International Motor Company, asked "all
the men who would like to see the American soldiers go
to the front armed only with bare hands and their nerve
to fight the Germans to stand up," a request to which
silence was the only reply.lOl James Tamaney, a former
machinist who went on strike in 1910, also addressed the
workers, mentioning that in the previous uprising "sons
of well-known residents were scattered to all quarters
of the country because they feared to be scabs. But it's
102
worse to be a slacker than a scab." Later on, the crowd
voted on a motion that they all resume their posts, a vote
in which the "yeas" won out. At a meeting held on May
11, however, the results of this vote were repudiated by
union leaders, who claimed that the people who sponsored
the previous meeting were "not connected with the
..
t ok ,,103s rl e. No matter how much the unions strove to
discredit the legitimacy of the May 8 gathering, the fact
remained that those who attended it voted to return to
work, demonstrating that patriotic appeals ~mphasizing
one's duty to the nation were sometimes more influential
in motivating workers than organized labor's demands for
undivided loyalty to the union cause.
While these meetings occurred, the mediators, unable
----to make headway in their conferences with the company and
shocked by an announcement by the electrical workers that
all 440 of them were going to join the strike, announced
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that they would refer this dispute to the National War
Labor Board, which agreed on May 11 to hanrlle the Bethlehem
Case. When the strikers heard this news, they immediately
agreed to return to work on May 13, believing that the
federally-created mediation agency would finally effect
the reforms they had been desiring since mid-April.
Besides, the Board assured the workers that they would
receive government protection during the course of its
investigation.
On May 20, in Washington, both sides of the Bethlehem
Steel controversy offered testimony before a sub-committee
made up of Board members Rice and Savage. The machinists
were represented by a committee of eight employees and
David Williams, the electricians by a three man committee
and P.F. Duffey, and the company by Eugene Grace himself.
Both employee committees complained about the plant's
inability to provide appropriate compensation for its
workers, its refusal to meet with shop committees to discuss
grievances, and its heavyhanded repression of union
activity. Grace stated that company officials were willing
to meet employees individually or in groups, but not through
committees or other methods "savoring of organization"
in which management did not have . 104a VOlce. He also
defended the plant's lengthening of the work day, stating
that this alteration was nece~sary for accelerating the
production of war materials.
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Finally, he declared that
the company's bonus plan offered an incentive for increased
worker productivity, mentioning that time and a half was
paid "independent" of the bonus. In reality, the worker
received either one or the other - almost always the
105bonus. Because they ultimately could not reconcile
the two sides, Rice and Savage decided to lay the dispute
before the full Board, scheduling further hearings to take
place in Bethlehem. The Democrat reported'that the workers'
committees were pleased with the Washington sessions and
"appreciated the fairness in which the members of the
Board ... conducted the hearing.,,106 It also stated that
while this conference took place the laborers were
"remaining peaceably at their work," which was perhaps
testimony to their faith in the adjustment process and
th . . 107elr representatlves.
The Bethlehem hearings began on June 18, with Board
Secretary W. Jett Lauck and members H.S. Hanna, and I.A.
Rice presiding, Williams, Duffey, and Archibald Miller
(chairman of the union committee) representing the workers
and Bethlehem Steel Vice President H.E. Lewis representing
the company. It was on this first day that Ungerer, Kreage,
\
and Davies testified on the difficulties unions encountered
in seeking meeting places in Bethlehem. Williams also
gave elaborate testimony concerning discrimination against
unionization within the plant, claiming that the employment
offices of the various shops had a list of ninety-one
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employees entitled "These men are undesirable and should
not be employed," a list which named workers involved in
union activity, including five men who testified against
h . W h· 108t e company In as lngton. Another blacklisting practice
of company officials was to put three X's with a circle
around them on employees' transfer or discharge cards.
According to Williams, this was a "secret sign to signify
to everyone in the plant that this is a union man out on
strike. We never found any man that has that that could
109get a transfer." I.A.M. members also claimed that
foremen treated badly those who wore union buttons on the
job. In response to these charges of discrimination against
union members, Lewis stated, "so far as the company knows,
there is no such thing. ,,110
Also on this first day, Williams provided J~he Board
with signed statements from thirty-four employees which
levelled various grievances against the company. Aside
from the usual complaints about unfair wages and hours,
Bethlehem Steel was accused of: "using the draft to
terrorize discontented men," making "constant changes in
the bonus and piece rate pay so that no man really knows
what his wages are," "scalping on Liberty Bonds," supporting
inadequate real estate conditions in which "alleged
subsidiary concerns charge exorbitant prices for homes,"
paying different rates to male and female employees,
refusing to meet shop committees, and furnishing washing
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facilities with "dirty water and notices posted subjecting
employees to a fine if caught washing before the whistle
Lewis answered only a few of these charges.bl "Illows.
J
He reiterated the company's belief in the fairness of the
bonus plan and directly denied the claim that the plant
paid women at a lower rate than men. He also defended
the company's policy of not meeting with shop committees,
stating, "We do not employ a committee, we employ a
particular workman.,,112
Testimony concluded on the next day, June 19. It
consisted mainly of electrical workers requesting an
increase in salary. After this hearing, the Board
deliberated on the case for over a month, a time span in
which no disturbances occurred at the Bethlehem Plant.
It finally released its findings on July 31. The Board
concluded that the bonus system at the plant should be
either revised or eliminated and that daily overtime would
be compensated at a rate of time and a half and Sundays
and holidays at double time. The employees also received
the right to bargain collectively and the promise that
all charges of discrimination regarding union activity
would be thoroughly investigated. In addition, the Board's
decision provided equal pay for men and women, adjustment
-
of wages and working conditions by elected committees,
and the guarantee that no employee's wages would be reduced.
These findings were to be instituted on August 1 and last
44
for the duration of the 113war. The Democrat joyously
Such praise was
announced on August 5 that the Board "administered a
complete defeat to the company ... granting the full demands
f 1 b · . 11' ,,114o a or 1n wages 1n a 1nstances.
premature, however, as Bethlehem Steel had absolutely no
intention of carrying out the provisions of the Board's
award, a hard fact that its employees would slowly learn
over the course of the following months.
On September 11, the Board received a letter from
a committee representing the employees of Bethlehem Steel.
It detailed the company's flagrant violations of the Board's
findings, stating that "sub-foremen have openly told the
men that the award would not be put into effect," that
"bonus and piece rates have been continually cut," and
that mechanics had been "treated in a manner that has caused
115them to leave the employ of this company." It went
on to say that "it has taken ••. all the efforts possible
on the part of the committees of employees and officials
of the organizations .•• to stop another walkout in the shops
116
of this company." They felt that ·"if another strike
is forced upon the employees at this time that seLious
trouble may result, and munitions so badly needed by our
troops in France be held up, thereby sacrificing the lives
of American soldiers due to the refusal of officials of
the Bethlehem Steel Company to recognize the rules of
democracy here in America."ll7 The unions were valiantly
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attempting to maintain order in the face of company defiance
and worker outrage, a situation which forced them to
advocate unorthodox solutions in order to keep the peace.
The letter concluded, "the employees of the Bethlehem Steel
Company, acting with the American Federation of Labor and
the National Committee for Organizing Iron and Steel
Workers, respectfully urge that the National War Labor
Board recommends the government to take over and operate
the plants of the Bethlehem Steel Company during the period
,,118. ,I
of the war. The unlons felt that the government s
adoption of this radical suggestion was the orily way to
avert another labor crisis, desperate times calling for
desperate measures.
The Board found the employees' complaint serious enough
to meet on September 12 with a committee of steelworkers
accompanied by Duffey, Williams, and A.F.L. General
Organizer Joseph W. Kelley to discuss the company's
violations of the award. The A.F.L. 's Acting President
John Alpins, Secretary Frank Morrison, and Chairman John
Fitzpatrick, along with thirty representatives of affiliated
organizations and the National Committee for Organizing
Iron and Steel Workers also appeared before the Board to
protest Bethlehem Steel's misdeeds. 119- On September 13
Grace appeared before the Board. He stated that "if the
, .
government believes it is advisable to encour~ge their
men along the lines that you folks have suggested in
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increasing the wages, then the company stands quite ready
to put them into effect, whatever they may be.,,120 In
order to meet the extra costs a wage increase would cause,
Grace requested that the Board ask the Departments of War
and the Navy to provide the company with extra compensation.
After all, Bethlehem Steel was devoting its full resources
towards completing their contracts; they needed to guarantee
that the work proceed as smoothly and efficiently as
possible. Grace also stipulated that the wage increases
and other reforms would be put into effect only after the
creation of a collective bargaining scheme through which
such matters could be discussed, a brilliant delaying tactic
which enabled him to satisfy the minimal requirements of
the Board and his workers and thus prevent a crisis at
his plant. The Board agreed, and labor tensions at
Bethlehem Steel quickly cooled. Board member Theodore
Dreiser later declared that the September 13 session was
"a great victory for the steel workers of Bethlehem," a
hopeful sentiment which would eventually be proven
. 121lncorrect.
The unions and the Board, enlightened by their apparent
victory, immediately took up the task of arranging the
election of shop committees in Bethlehem Steel's various
departments. On October 4, N.W.L.B. Chief Examiner John
A. Henderson met with Duffey and Williams to discuss these
arrangements. They finally agreed on a detailed plan in
~
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which the Board would directly supervise the elections
to prevent the company from influencing the outcomes, and
voting would take place within the shops, as employees
were too widely scattered around the Bethlehem area to
f ° . °d f h 1 122get alr representatlon outSl e 0 t e pant. On October
10, Board examiners, who would remain in Bethlehem for
the next several months to insure that the award was carried
out, posted election schedules for each department. They
printed election bulletins in several foreign languages,
"for the benefit of the foreign born element employed at
123the plant."
The elections beg~n on October 17 and lasted until
November 18. On October 21 the Democrat reported that
Morale.ran lower, however, in
"Great interest has been taken in the elections so far
held and the percentage of voters has been very
satisfactory.,,124 Enthusiasm ran high in Machine Shop
No.4, where 80% of eli~ible voteis participated in the
election, in Roll Shop No.5, where 88.8% of eligibles
participated, and in the Pattern Shop, where 100% of
1 ° obI d 125e 19l es vote .
departments such as Forge Projectile Shop No.3, where only
41.4% of eligibles voted, and in the Open Hearth, where
126
only 40% voted (the lowest percentage of any shop.)
On the average, however, the prospect of finally electing
..
the shop committees greatly excited the Bethlehem Steel
employees. One examiner wrote that "it would be impossible
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to overstate the change for the better that has occurred
in the morale,of these folks ... They have changed entirely
from the balked, rebellious, strike-on-sight folks we found
inflamed with so many grievances last June.,,127
Unfortunately for the workers, their optimism about the
future would go largely unfulfilled. On November 11 the
war ended, an event which transformed the steel company's
attitude of minimal compliance with the Board's award to
feelings of open defiance towards governmental interference.
On November 16, President Grace stated to Board agents
that "the award, in his opinion, was abrogated by the
armistice, that he felt disposed to supplant the machinery
of collective bargaining •.. by a system devised for the
company, and that he might refuse to deal with the
committees constituted under the award.,,128 On November
17, the Board sent back a telegram stating that "recent
events have in no way affected or invalidated awards of
the National War Labor Board •.. such awards will be
maintained in full authority and enforced for their full
t
,,129
erm. From the Board's point of view, the war was
technically still in effect since both sides had not yet
signed a formal peace treaty. Until that day, the company
needed to abide by the award's provisions. Grace knew,
however, that the end of the actual fighting reduced the
immediacy of following the Board's orders. It also meant
that it would not be long before the Board would be deemed
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unnecessary by the government and thus dissolved.
needed to bide his time.
He simply
The most dramatic consequence of the war's end was
that the resulting drop-off in government contracts severely
reduced the amount of work available at Bethlehem Steel.
On November 18, Grace attempted to quell worker fears about
the future by announcing that "in adjusting the company's
operations to meet the new order £f affairs, it will be
the management's purpose to do so having full regard for
the importance of keeping as many men actively engaged
as the work in hand will permit.,,130 He subsequently
declared that the company would be switching back to 8-hour
shifts, stating that "to divide the work up over three
shifts instead of two ... presents the opportunity of keeping
employed a great many more men than otherwise would be
~
the case.,,131 Unfortunately, these deceptively optimistic
words could not disguise the fact that the company had
much more men than it currently needed. In late November
it initiated a massive layoff campaign, one which extended
well into 1919 and affected thousands of steelworkers.
The Central Trades and Labor Council also attempted
to address worker anxiety towards the post-war period by
hosting a meeting on December 8. At it, Councilman R.J.
Wheeler declared that "The working people of the world
upon whom fell the greatest burdens of the war, now demand
the reward. They were loyal, patient and courageous.
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rToday they are determined that the return of peace shall
not force them back into the poverty stricken conditions
132from which they emerged." To help insure that wartime
workers were properly rewarded, the Council put forth an
elaborate plan for national post-war "reconstruction,"
~copies of which were sent to President Wilson; Secretary
of Labor Wilson, and the heads of the A.F.L.
The plan recommended that war workers and soldiers
be re-employed, and that the "hours of labor in all
industries be reduced to at least eight hours per day,
making it possible to employ hundreds of thousands of
additional laborers.,,133 It also advocated the institution
of a living wage, the abolition of child labor, and a few
measures designed to insure international peace:
of the army and navy to their pre-war basis and
reduction
establishment of a league of nations. The plan also
contained some radical provisions, recommending that the
government take over basic industries such as coal, cement,
glass, railroads, iron and steel to reduce the prices of
those products and services, and that labor share in the
management of industry and thus receive a greater share
of its profits. Wheeler stated that the adoption of this
latter provision would mean a revolution, not one of force,
but one of "the ballot supplemented by education and
~
determination.,,134 The Council's formulation of this
elaborate, albeit unrealistic, plan demonstrated the unions'
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commitment to both insuring worker prosperity and
eliminating problems that would lead to future class
conflict. C.J. Mosler, the new President of the Council,
summed up this commitment by stating that "above all things
we (meaning labor) desire peace and order.,,135 He felt
that if capital and labor could not put aside their
differences and work together to shape a better future,
the two would "engage again in a struggle which. can only
end in bloodshed and rUin.,,136
The N.W.L.B. made its own contributions towards
maintaining order .. Beginning in late November, it made
several rulings which further defined the vague areas of
IJ
its July 31 award. On November 19 it determined the minimum
pay--r:-a-te-s-£or: Bethlehem Steel machinists. These new rates
------
were not to be lowered for the life of the award, and made
retroactive to August 1, a stipulation which meant that
Bethlehem Steel had to give back pay to all machinists
employed after that date. On November 22, the Board,
responding to the company's new layoff policy, ruled that
members of elected shop committees could not be discharged.
On November 28, Bethlehem Steel employees elected
representatives for a seven-man local board of conciliation
that the Board created to adjust grievances not directly
covered by the award. Both the employees and the company
were to choose three men for this board, the seventh member
chosen by the N.W.L.B. itself.
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The workers unanimously
elected Joseph McGee (a local postmaster,) Duffey, and
Williams to the posts, the latter two selections perhaps
testimony to the faith the men had in organized labor.
Finally, on December la, the Board made specific rulings
on the determination of overtime rates, stating that time
and a half applied to those who worked on U.S. and Allied
ordnance, once again making the extra pay retroactive to
August 1. For this final ruling the Board set a deadline,
giving the company until January 15 to properly compensate
its employees.
The company treated these rulings with utter contempt.
On November 27 Grace stated that he was unable to adopt
th~ new machinist rates because the Board's decision "was
preceded by the cessation of hostilities with the consequent
cancellation of, or restrictions on the greater part of
our order on which these employees were engaged.,,137 Head
Examiner Richard P. Gregg, in a document written on December
12 entitled, "Ways in Which the Bethlehem Steel Company
is Derelict in the Award," stated that the plant had also
"discriminated against committee men in the matter of
layoffs," violating its "professed principle of retaining
its steadier, more efficient, and longer employed
workers.,,138 The same document also states that the company
had "refused to nominate its representatives on the local
board of mediation and conciliation.,,139 It also would
not recognize the representatives chosen by the employees
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because of their union ties. These flagrant violations
of the Board's dictates disillusioned many workers, who
consequently began to lose faith in the government's ability
to arbitrate a fair settlement. The December 28 issue
of the Pennsylvania Labor Herald reported on this
pessimistic attitude in an editorial, stating that
"men ... cannot be expected to respect the officials of any
government, or the form of government, which allows one
man with a million dollar bonus to place men out on the
street and refuse to pay them money promised them by men
supposed to represent the men in control of this government
at th O to ,,1401S 1me.
Early in 1919, The New York Times reported that 1918
was a record year for Bethlehem Steel, its gross business
totaling $448 million. This was a dramatic increase over
1917, when gross business amounted to $299 million. 141
Deducting depreciation and tax charges, the company's 1918
earnings shrank to about $52 million. The Times article
reports that around $27 million of this remainder had
already been spent on extensions for the main plant, ~nd
that $20 million would be spent on future construction
projects, such as the completion of the company's new mill
142
at Sparrows Point, Maryland. The projects that Bethlehem
Steel spent its profits on in 1918 and 1919 seem to f~t
with Robert Hessen's contention that Schwab plowed excess
funds back into the company, thus giving him both an alibi
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for refusing wage increases in 1910 and 1918, and an excuse
for asking the War and Navy Departments for extra funds
in 1918. William Howard Taft, who was President during
the 1910 crisis and currently a Joint Chairman in the War
Labor Board, did not believe the company's claims of
poverty, however, ordering a thorough investigation of
Bethlehem Steel's war profits on January 18.
On January 8, in a Cincinnati Post article about
Bethlehem Steel, J.M. Larkin, Assistant to President Grace,
admitted that the company had laid off "perhaps 8,000 men"
143
so far. A January 15 article in The New York Call
stated, however, that some layoff estimates "run as high
as 12,000.,,144 The same article contained an interview
with an incensed David Williams, who believed that "Grace
would like us to pull off a strike now •.. when millions
of dollars in contract~ have been canceled and hundreds
of workers are being laid off •. We're not so foolish as
that. We're urging the men to stay at work - UNTIL THE
PROPER TIME COMES.,,145 The unions, which were struggling
to maintain order in a period of extreme turbulence, knew
that a strike held at this time would gain them little.
They needed to wait for exactly the right moment, when
a walkout would hurt the company the most. This wait would
not be easy, as Williams also intimated that worker patience
was reaching its limit, stating, "Unless we get our increase
soon, as well as the back pay due us, we'll take the matter
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out of the hands of the government and DO SOMETHING."
The same Call issue contained an interview with Charles
Schwab, who had returned to Bethlehem on December 18, in
which he was asked his opinion of unionization. "I am
not opposed to organized labor," he replied. However,
the "organizational control of labor in individual ...
manufactories," should be "made representative of the people
in those plants, who know the conditions; they ought not
to be controlled by somebody who knows nothing about what
h . d" ,,147 I h d h dt elr con ltlons are. n ot er wor s, e was oppose
to outside unions organizing his plants. P.F. Duffey,
in a separate article, gave his opinion of the Bethlehem
Steel Chairman, stating, "Schwab is the greatest hypocrite
in this country. He has c~~~tely fooled the American
people. He makes them believe he is a benefactor of labor,
when ... the employees of the Bethlehem S'2e°el Company are
the most poorly paid steel workers in the country.,,148
He also went on to say that "Schwab had always fought the
labor unions ... He not only refuses to recognize organized
labor, but, up to a few months ago, he refused to permit
it t6~01d meetings in Bethlehem and he fired every man
who joined a labor union. That is how Charles Schwab favors
organized laborl,,149 Dave Williams echoed this sentiment
in the same article, stating, "He (Schwab) has never been
fair to labor, and we don't believe he ever will be.,,150
The steel company further tarnished its reputation
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Now that
by informing the Board on the January 15 deadline that
it did not intend to disburse the back pay it owed its
employees. After receiving a public rebuke by Chairman
Taft, Grace consented to further conferences with the
151Board. On February 4, at a Board conference in New
York, Paul D. Cravath, chief counsel for the company,
stated, "It has not been the disposition of Bethlehem to
disregard the findings of your board nor to take advantage
of the signing of the armistice to withdraw from the
ass uran c esit ga ve you duri ng the war per i 0 d . " 152. Ac.c 0 r din g
to him, the company was now ready to meet with "heretofore
elected committees," to negotiate a plan for collective
bargaining and give out the back pay, which by this time
totaled $1 million for the machin~sts alone. 1s3 The company
felt, however, that the "advantage" of a collective
bargaining plan would be lost if "its operations are to
b Od b . I h' ,,154e superVlse y any governmenta aut orlty.
the "pressure" of war work had ceased, "the task of the
management and of its employees" was to "develop
satisfactory, workable relations for normal peace
conditions;" the presence of government representatives
would "complicate" relations between the company and
I d " d' d" ,,155emp oyees, an suggest lstrust an SUsplClon. By
curtailing government interference in its affairs, Bethlehem
Steel officials could take control of the collective
bargaining talks and formulate a plan which met the
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company's needs. Inexplicably, the Board agreed with
Cravath"s suggestion, withdrawing its examiners and allowing
I
talks to proceed without their influence.
After the New York conference, the company met with
employee committees several times over the course of the
following weeks to negotiate a collective bargaining plan.
While this was occurring, layoffs continued. The company
itself estimated that between November 11, 1918 and March
I, 1919, the work force had been reduced from 28,000 to
about 11,000. 156 Employee committee members were included
in these layoffs, forcing David Williams to write a letter
of complaint to the Board. After receiving the letter
on March 4, the Board immediately sent examiners to
Bethlehem to investigate Williams' allegations. On March
On March 13, the
12, the examiners met with Duffey, Williams, and a committee
of seven employees. They reiterated the claim that "men
had been laid off because they were committee men," and
also accused the company of forcing "an improper system
f 11 . b .." h 157o co ectlve argalnlng on tern.
examiners met with Vice Presidents Lewis and Bent, and
Grace's Assistant Mr. Larkin. They stated that the plan
under consideration was not a company plan, but one
suggested by the men. The amendments that the company
wanted to add to it were taken "largely from plans approved
by this Board;" the differences between the company and
employees "largely those of form rather than substance.,,158
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As far as committee layoffs were concerned, the company
confessed that "in laying so many men off in such a short
time it was possible that unintentional wrong may have
been done. Such wrongs will always be righted.,,159 The
Board examiners, satisfied with the company's explanations,
left Bethlehem "feeling that the situation was progressing
160favorably." Indeed it was, but only for the company.
Without a governmental presence to monitor its activities,
it had a much easier time manipulating the negotiations.
Workers and company officials finally agreed to a
collective bargaining plan on April 3. It stipulated that
"there shall be one committeeman from each department for
the first one-hundred employees ..• and one additional
committeeman for each additional one-hundred," and
guaranteed that each committee member would be "free to
discharge his duties in an independent manner, without
fear that his individual relation with the company may
be affected in the least degree by any action taken by
h ' , h' .. ,,161 D 'd B d '1m ln lS representatlve capaclty. aVl ro y, ln
Labor in Crisis, stated that this agreement, on paper,
"gave employee representatives an unusual measure of
independence.,,162 However, the steelworkers had no reason
to believe that the company would abide by the agreement,
and would thus "strike to abolish the representation plan
when the occasion arose.,,163
Although conse~ting to the adoption of collective
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bargaining, the company remained negligent in giving its
employees their long-deserved back pay and raising its
straight and overtime rates to Board specifications. In
a letter received on May 21, Chief Administrator Woods,
replying to an employee's request for more information
on the back pay issue, wrote that "this Board has exerted
every effort within their power to secure compliance with
the award," and "cannot now definitely state" when the
matter "will finally be determined.,,164 Such an indefinite
response did not sit well with Bethlehem's steelworkers,
who were getting tired of waiting for the Board to settle
this issue. The unions, which had managed to maintain
order for so long by preaching com~liance to the Board's
wishes, shared thetr_ fxustLfltion ,slowly_coming to the
co~clusion that the workers needed to once again take
matters into their own hands. In accordance with David
Williams' January 15 Post statement, all they needed was
the right opportunity to strike back.
The failure of the War Labor Board to make concrete
settlements at other steel companies caused much discontent
amongst steelworkers across the nation, as working
conditions remained difficult and unions still went largely
unrecognized. The National Committee for Organizing Iron
and Steel Workers attempted to address this discontent
at a conference in Pittsburgh on May 25, attended by 583
representatives from steel centers such as Bethlehem,
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Youngstown, Birmingham, and South Chicago. 165 Rather than
cool tensions, as the Committee had hoped, th{sconference
inspired much "rank-and-file militancy" as workers called
for a general strike if the company did not meet their
demands for "the eight hour day ... an end to discrimination
against union men and the abolition of company unions.,,166
Pressure by the rank-and-file workers for the unions
to make a decisive move against the steel plants continued
throughout the summer. If the National Committee did not
take immediate action, they risked letting the steel
movement slip from their grasp and
. d ., ,,167 a J Iunorganlze uprlslng. n u y
degenerate into "an
\
I
20, the Committee~rdered
Despite
that a strike vote be called within its consituent unions,
the results of which were not tallied until August 20.
A staggering 98% of those polled favored "stopping work
should the companies refuse to concede .•. higher wages,
h h d b t k · d" ,,168sorter ours, an et er wor lng con ltlons.
this threat, the companies still refused to either meet
with o~ganizers or concede their requests. As a result,
on September 10 the National Committee scheduled the
nation-wide strike for September 22. Attempts by President
Wilson to postpone this date came to naught. The unions
knew that any delay would weaken the labor movement by
destroying their credibility with the rank-and-file. They
had made their decision, and now needed to see it through
to the end.
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The national steel strike was the perfect opportunity
for Bethlehem's disgruntled steelworkers to protest their
unfair treatment. William Z. Foster, the Committee's
Secretary-Treasurer, recalled in his book The Great Steel
Strike and Its Lessons that the Committee had little to
do to with the Bethlehem area before the strike. 169 Because
the union movement developed independently there, the
decision to walk out was more related to workers' desire
to air their grievances rather than the need to participate
in a nationwide protest. In fact, Brody contends that
"the National Committee would have preferred that Bethlehem
maintain production," so that it would have "applied
competitive pressure against the struck companies.,,170
On September 22 around 250,000 steelworkers, about
half the industry's workforce, went on strike throughout
h . 171t e natlon. The Bethlehem Steel workers did not join
them on that date, simply stating their demands, which,
according to The Globe, included "the abolishment of company
unions, the right to collective bargaining through the
American Federation of Labor, installing standard rates
j)
adjustingemployees in all the plants, and
. . ,,172
eXlstlng. The scope of this strike
"-
was much larger than previous labor uprisings against
of pay for the
grievances now
Bethlehem Steel, as it included all plants owned by the
company, not just the one in Bethlehem. If Grace did not
agree to a conference to discuss employee demands by
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September 25, the Bethlehem plant, as well as the company's
factories in Harrisburg, Reading, Lebanon, Titusville and
Sparrows Point would hold simultaneous walkouts on September
29, a move affecting almost 50,000 workers. The unions,
in order to further expand the protest and augment their
ranks, also announced that "since all unorganized employees
will benefit by any concessions allowed our members, ,e
urge ... the necessity of bringing the contemplated action
to the attention of all unorganized workers in these plants
. . 'bl ,,173 Th . ,at once, organlzlng as many as POSSl e. e unlons
strategy of including many plants and workers in the
uprising ran the risk of spreading their movement too thin,
thus diluting its strength. This problem was especially
damaging when one considers the fact that since the unions
publicly announced the rlate of the proposed strike they
gave city and company officials an opportunity to prepare
a response.
President Grace directly refused to comply with the
unions' deadline, forcing the National Committee to give
the strike order on September 25. On the same date,
Bethlehem Mayor and Steel Company Vice President Archibald
Johnston issued a proclamation designed towards maintaining
"the peace of our city and the rights of its citizens.,,174
According to it, an unlawful assembly consisted of "the
meeting of three or more persons for the disturbance of
the public peace," and a riot entailed "three or more
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persons putting their design into actual execution and
performing an unlawful act of violence.,,175 Those convicted
of the preceding offenses would be guilty of a misdemeanor
and subject to fine or imprisonment, or both. The mayor
The forces under
concluded the announcement with the following words:
"Gatherings shall not be permitted. Interference with
our citizens will not be tolerated. And I call upon the
176police to keep all persons on the move."
The mayor's repressive measures were supplemented
on September 27, when City Soliciter Dallett H. Wilson
reported that "at a conference between city officials and
officers of the Bethlehem Steel Company it was deemed
advisable .•• to at once arrange for ample police protection
h h h · . ,,177t roug out t e entlre communlty.
Superintendent Davies were "being augmented by a number
of trained mounted men, and arrangements are being made
for the State Constabulary to be available.,,17S The
official purpose of these extra troopers was to "give
thorough protection to all loyal employees against violence
179
of any character." Unofficially, they would actively
suppress strike activity, just like in 1910. Amazingly,
Bethlehem workers were not at all fazed by these ominous
proceedings, declaring total allegiance to both the unions
and the strike order. Foster praised these men, stating
tpat "Bethlehem plants were among the best organized in
180the country."
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Reports of the number of men participating in the
Bethlehem strike on September 29 varied widely. The company
claimed that only 15% of their entire force at all plants
obeyed the strike order. 181 It further mentioned that
at the Bethlehem plant, the blast furnaces, coke works,
rolling mills, and the open hearth were all running
normally; only the 12 inch and 18 inch mills and the blast
~
foundry were shut down, with 25% of the men missing from
Machine Shop No.2 and 80% of the electrical department
182
out. The company also stated that its plants in Reading,
Harrisburg, Lebanon, and Sparrows Point were running at
practically full capacity. David Williams reported
dramatically different figures, however, telegraphing
William Foster that 85% of employees walked out of the
Bethlehem Plant and that due to the electricians leaving
work, there was "no power to keep the plant running. ,,183,,/
The Globe criticized these statistics, stating that "If
such a report was wired it must have been due to the
imagination of the local strike leader as even the casual
b ld h d . ,,184o server •.. cou see t at epartments are operatlng.
William Z. Foster later recalled that the machinists, "which
comprise about 40% of the total workers," were the craft
most involved in the strike. 185
If there was a lack of workers participating in the
uprising as the company maintained, it was probably because
of the activities of the local police, who enforced the
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mayor's proclamation with a vengeance. The entire force
came out at 6 o'clock in the morning, when the strike was
scheduled to start, and immediately began canvassing the
area; mounted troopers guarded key vantage points and
patrolled city streets. There was only one arrest reported
on the first day. A mounted ufficer saw a man on the New
Street bridge counting the number of men going to work.
He was immediately taken into police custody. It was later
discovered that he was an agent for the Amalgamated Iron
Workers' Union. 186 With his attempt at tabulation thwarted,
it would be impossible for the unions to correctly estimate
how many men either went to work or obeyed the strike order.
In Northampton Heights, the police spotted a group of men
picketing and ordered them to immediately disperse, thus
robbing the unions of another opportunity for protest.
The unions also appeared to have received a taste of
repression in Allentown as well, as they were "frustrated"
f h ld ' . h 187rom 0 lng a meetlng t ere.
The company reported on September 30 that out of the
13,000 employed at the local plant, 88% were now back at
work, with an increase in the number of men returning to
h h ' h 188t e mac lne sops. The company also st~ted that its
other plants were running at almost 100% capacity. Plant
'officials took extra steps to insure that loyal workers
would not be "intimidated" by strikers, feeding employees
in the main office restaurant and in a lunch car at the
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Lehigh branch. The company also sent officials and foremen
to strikers' homes to "induce" them to return to work. 189
In the midst of these strikebreaking activities, the unions
continued to maintain a peaceful state of affairs amongst
the _protesters. They had no choice. Any disruptive actions
would justify local authorities' enactment of further
repressive measures.
The strikers did manage to secure a hall in Allentown
for a meeting ~n September 30, at which 1,500 men approved
of a telegram asking Senator William S. Kenyon, who was
leading the Senate-ordered investigation of the national
steel strike, to come to Bethlehem and "investigate the
190
conditions under which the strike is being conducted."
The telegram mentioned that "the strike in the Bethlehem
plants is the result of the failure of the plans of
collective bargaining that can be manipulated and used
wholly for the interests of the company and to the detriment
191
of the employees." Also, they stated that the "award
of the national war labor board ..• has not yet been put
into effect by the company, although it was to take effect
August 1, 1918. These men have retroactive pay dating
f h . f ,,192rom t at tlme 0 over one year ago. They also
complained about how Mayor Johnston had "prohibited meetings
of the strikers, while the right to picket has also been
denied the men. Newspaper reports also charge the officers
of the unions with radicalism and Bolshevism in order to
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justify the treatment given them by the company-controlled
193
city government." The Senator needed to come to
Bethlehem and once again put the company under government
scrutiny, which would hopefully force it to address worker
grievances and repeal the repressive statutes it recently
sponsored.
On October 1 the company stated that 90% of its
employees were currently at work. One official remarked
that "as far as the Bethlehem Steel Company is concerned,
there is no strike.,,194 These reports of low striker
turnout probably motivated some protesters to adopt extreme
methods to increase their numbers, for the same day The
Globe stated that "in some places violence has succeeded
the peaceful methods pursued by the strikers," as hundreds
Incidents ranged from employee
of loyal workers were allegedly being assaulted for not
. .. . th lk 195J01n1ng 1n e wa out.
Joe Uhas' house being "bombarded by stones," to striker
Mike Valasky's practice of visiting men at their homes
no matter how exaggeratedThese actions,next
and threatening to kill them if they returned to work the
d 196ay.
by the local papers, resulted in what the unions feared
most - stepped-up police activity; the number of
strike-related arrests grew daily.
Also on October 1, the Central Trades and Labor Council
took action, telegraphing local Congressman Henry J. Steel,
asking him to press the Senate into investigating the
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Bethlehem strike. The union wrote that "with the city
administration absolutely subservient to the steel company,
the mayor an active vice-president thereof, every municipal
agency has been used to deprive these workers of their
constitutional rights of free speech and assembly, being
compelled to seek the hospitality of a neighboring city
(Allentown) to air their grievances and demonstrate their
numbers to the pUblic.,,197
At a meeting held on October 3, the strikers voted
in favor of sending telegrams to Secretary of the Navy
Josephus Daniels, Secretary of War Newton D. Baker, and
Attorney Samuel Utenmeyer (a major stockholder in the
company,) requesting that they "use their good offices
to bring about an arbitration of thei·r grievances.,,198
\..
Once again, the unions?were utilizing peaceful venues of
protest, hoping to avoid further repression. Also at this
meeting, Harry J. Ungerer announced that the Bricklayers
and Plasterers were joining the protest. Although this
union's walkout didn't significantly increase strikers'
ranks, as there were only 127 construction workers employed
h 1 t o oIl 1 . d 199at t e p an , lts support was stl great y appreclate .
On October 4, Bethlehem's labor leaders admitted to
some defections in their ranks, reducing the estimate of
employees affected by the strike from 86% to 75%. The
company still maintained that "all shops are
virtually 100% production.,,200 According to
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The Globe,
r'
'''the only apparent evidencetlthat a strike is supposed to
be in progress ... in this'city is the patrolling of the
streets by mounted officers and patrolmen.,,201
The October 7 edition of The Globe stated that even
more strikers had resumed work and that the "eyes of strike
leaders are said to be turned towards Washington," hoping
that "Senator Kenyon's Committee will intervene in their
behalf.,,202 Over the course of the next week, strikers'
ranks continued to dwindle. On October 13, the most
devastating break in the strike occurred when members of
Bethlehem's Machinists' Union agreed to return to work,
an event which perhaps lends credence to the company's
assertion that the strike was not as popular as union
leaders maintained. The Easton Express lamented this
move, stating that "the strike was based chiefly on the
hope that the machinists would refrain from work.,,203
The company figured that with these workers' r~turn, the
number on strike had shrunk from 10% to 2%, a reduction
which effectively ended the protest. To add insult to
'injury, Senator Kenyon announced on October 16 that although
several Senators wanted to visit "other strike districts,"
he decided that "the information obtained at Pittsburgh
and in Washington is sufficient," thus dashing Bethlehem
workers' hopes for future governmental intervention. 204
With the strike crushed and the threat of federal
investigation eliminated, Bethlehem Steel could now take
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concrete steps to limit further union involvement in its
affairs, immediately establishing an "Employee
Representation Plan" through which workers could "elect
fellow workers as delegates to present their grievances
205to the company." Hessen states that Schwab and Grace
"found this type of company union preferable to a union
staffed and controlled by outsiders.,,206 Through the
adoption of this plan, Bethlehem Steel once again prevented
organized labor from taking hold in its plants, thereby
---f
insuring that the reforms stipulated by the War Labor Board
would not be instituted.
Both in 1910 and 1919, Bethlehem Steel delivered a
coup de grace to the union movement, returning its workers
to the same working conditions as before organized labor
got involved. These outcomes would suggest that the unions
had not accomplished much in 1910 and 1918-19 - a false
assumption; in both instances the organizers had united
a variety of craft and ethnic groups behind a common cause,
avoiding both factional infighting and racial strife.
They also preached a message of peace and sobriety which
successfully contained worker rage. Although there were
temporary outbreaks of violence in both strikes, and
occasional ethnic animosity, especially in 1918-19 when
native-born workers felt hostility towards American war
enemies, the unions managed to keep a lid on such behavior
and emotions, knowing that provocative activity would invite
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further repression, and interethnic hostility would weaken
their movement from within. In the end, it was a lack
of funds which sank the 1910 strike, and endless stalling
by the steel company in enacting government backed reforms
which debilitated the 1918-19 movement. If the A.F.L.
and I.A.M. had invested more capital into the 1910 uprising
and effectively pressured the government into enforcing
its July 1918 award, either union drive might have secured
more permanent and tangible results. However, the unions,
despite the brevity of their movements, did prove that
it was possible for workers of different class and ethnic
backgrounds to form. and maintain stable labor organizations
that could prevail against insurmountable odds for
significant periods of time. Such accomplishments were
testament to the spirit of resistance within the American
workingman and an important step towards the successful,
comprehensive organization of labor that the future would
bring.
Aside from this spiritual victory, the Bethlehem
workers did instigate one important concrete reform. The
government's 1910 investigation of the plant, spurred by
the entreaties of the organizers, served as a scathing'
indictment of the hazards its workers faced on a daily
basis. It also made government officials wonder if such
conditions existed at other works, forcing them to instigate
a sweeping investigation of the entire steel industry.
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This,inquiry, which covered 90% of steel company employees,
demonstrated that low wages, long hours, and hazardous
working conditions were not unique to Bethlehem Steel but
prevalent throughout the industry. Even more shocking,
American steelworkers were found to be "almost entirely
without organization, through which alone demands and
protests can be made effective.,,207 The steel companies,
implicated in committing barbarous atrocities against its
workers, instigated rudimentary reforms to quell the
negative public opinion that the document generated.
According to David Brody in Steelworkers in America: The
Nonunion Era, by 1915 "every industrial state protected
208its injured workmen to some degree." U.S. Steel adopted
a plan in 1912 which "essentially ended the seven-day week
in its mills.,,209 Also in 1912 the Commonwealth and Cambria
Steel Companies changed to a three shift rotation, the
former in its open hearth department and the latter in
the blast furnaces. These alterations increased worker
'I
ff ' , d' t' d h' h I Iff' 210e 1C1ency an ma1n a1ne a 19 eve 0 pro 1t.
is not to say that the work environment was now ideal
This
in
the steel mills, as most plants continued to work their
men seven days a week and virtually banned unionization.
U.S. Steel even refused to give up the twelve hour day.
However limited these reforms were, they were a significant
improvement over the conditions which existed previously.
The government report, which exposed the dark side of the
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steel companies to the U.S. public and the federal
government, who in turn forced the industry to reform
itself, was the most important legacy of the 1910 strike.
The government influenced reforms, which spread
scattershot throughout the industry, ironically did not
impact upon the 'working conditions at Bethlehem Steel and
were eventually suspended in other plants to meet the rigors
of wartime production; hence the uprisings in Bethlehem
and other mills which renewed the appeal of unionization
and again attracted the attention of the federal government,
this time through the War Labor Board. Bethlehem workers'
union-sponsored attempts at achieving improved working
conditions in 1918-19, though eventually ending in the
company's second termination of organizational activity
at the plant, contributed to the cacophony of worker voices
which clamored for increased reform of the steel industry
both during and after the war. Although hopes for immediate
im~ro~ements were quashed due to the failure of Preside~t
Wilson's Industrial Conference to secure tangible results
and Senator Kenyon's branding of labor leaders as dangerous
radicals in his investigation of the 1919 strike,
steelworkers' loud protests once again reminded the
government and public of the fact that the steel mills
were harsh places to work, encouraging them to support
reformatory measures in the future. According to Brody,
by the end 0 f the s u mm e r 0 f 19 23, " the e i gh t - h 0 ur day,
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plus a compensating wage increase of 25 per cent was largely
in effect" in all mills. 211 Despite the setbacks unions
encountered after the strike, organization of the steel
industry was still a possibility; they just needed to wait
for the right time. It carne in the 1930's with the advent
of the C.I.O., which would initiate the innovative and
beneficial practice of organizing by industry instead of
craft. If not for the inroads made by the unions in the
war and post-war eras, however, the phenomenal progress
of this new style of unionization would not have been
possible, progress which brought "C.I.O. majorities" to
the plants of "Republic, Bethlehem, Inland, and Youngstown
212Sheet and Tube." In short, the 1918-19 union-supervised
collective resistance of steelworkers in plants such QS_
Bethlehem Steel contributed to organized labor's eventual
attainment of its most desired goal: the thorough
unionization of the steel industry.
paved the way for future success.
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